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ABSTRACT

Wealth, Class, and Status in William Faulkner’s Snopes Trilogy (May 2015)

James Bryan Cornelius, B.A., Texas State University;

Chair of Committee: Dr. Manuel Broncano

This thesis discusses three of Faulkner’s later novels: The Hamlet, The Town, and The
Mansion. It examines the concept of class stratification with respect to the theories of Karl
Marx, Max Weber, and Pierre Bourdieu. The work analyses the major characters in all three
novels with respect to wealth, class, and status as identified by the sociological concepts
introduced by these respective sources. Concentration is focused on the factors that
constitute the divisions of upper class, middle class, and lower class by evaluating the impact
of not only economic factors, but also the social and cultural influences that affect an
individual’s reputation within a community. Considerable attention is also given to various
environmental and developmental aspects such as power and prestige, the means for
measuring the level of each, and the effects on those in society who are lacking of either.
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1
INTRODUCTION
SOCIOLOGICAL THEORIES IDENTIFIED IN FAULKNER’S WORK
In recent times, the word “class” has become primarily associated with an
individual’s economic standing. The terms “upper class,” “middle class,” and “lower class”
are generally accepted as representing the wealthy, the worker, and the impoverished
respectively. There are, of course, numerous other components which constitute a broader
interpretation of society’s opinion of a person. Not all wealthy people are necessarily
genteel. Conversely, poverty itself is not synonymous with a lack of social grace. Rich does
not irrevocably signify refined any more than poor conclusively conveys boorish. Other
cultural factors then, like honor, virtue and dignity, or the lack thereof, must be considered
when determining a person’s overall esteem, prestige, or status within a community. This
concept of class designation is one of the major themes examined throughout William
Faulkner’s novels: The Hamlet, The Town, and The Mansion – subsequently compiled into
what is commonly referred to as the Snopes trilogy. The purpose of this document is
intended to draw distinctions between the strictly fiscal definition of class and the more
subtle nuances of status and reputation. The intent at this juncture is not to scrutinize so
exhaustively on this subject as to forsake the realm of literature for that of sociology, but
merely to clarify the differences between these divisions as they relate to the topic of class in
Faulkner’s fiction. Therefore, it might be best to address these divergences in the
introduction, as they will comprise the major theme of this thesis.

This thesis follows the style of The Southern Quarterly.
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Any discussion of class should necessarily begin with some mention of Karl Marx.1
However, Marx was not so much concerned with the perceived prestige of individuals by
their peers as he was the formulation of standardized industry groups which constitute
conflict within the entirety of a given society. The majority of Marxist theory focuses on
those elements that determine economic class differentiation. These include primarily the
concepts of commodity, currency, and commerce with regard to capitalism and how they
specifically relate to exploitation associated with the possession of property, the labor of
production, and the accumulation of profit. Marx himself writes that “wage laborers,
capitalists, and land owners constitute the three great social classes” (Capital 3: 886). Joseph
Schumpeter further elucidates on Marx’s underlying ideology, “Marx’s classes are defined
exclusively in economic terms: the social process of production determines the classwise
relations of the participants and is the ‘real foundation’ of the legal, political, or simply
factual class positions attached to each. Thus the logic of any given structure of production
is ipso facto the logic of the social superstructure” (183). Certainly these financial factors do
impact the characters in Faulkner’s Snopes trilogy to a considerable degree. The proletarian
sharecropper is undeniably oppressed by the bourgeoisie landowner. The prosperous
proprietor is likewise beholden to the tactics of usury and foreclosure practiced by a looselyregulated banking system and by the elite capitalists who control them. Regardless, these
factors do not solely determine the respect and esteem, nor the contempt and disregard, held
for one distinct citizen by the consensus of all others.
Another intellectual who wrote extensively on the concept of class was German
philosopher Max Weber.2 Weber is often credited with being, if not the founder, at least one

1
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From Capital and the Communist Manifesto
From The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism and The Theory of Social and Economic Organization.
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of the major contributors, in the field of modern sociology. Although highly influenced by
the theories of Karl Marx, Max Weber deviated from Marx’s supposition that economic
capital was the basis for all class distinction. Weber suggested that there were further
relevant divisions other than those based solely on the principles of labor and production.
Weber agreed that class, as it relates to the grouping of a population, was indeed tied chiefly
to economic aspects. On an individual level, however, he felt that there are additional
conditions which play significant roles in determining a person’s position within society.
Weber was largely concerned with the perceptions of popularity, the mechanisms of control,
and how religion affects these two abstractions.
Weber advanced a three-tier structure of stratification under the heading of what he
labeled: Life Chances. These consist of different possible means by which a person might
recognize, and perhaps even alter, his or her social standing. Weber clarifies, “The following
are the most important sources of the development of distinct strata: (a) The most important
is by the development of a peculiar style of life including, particularly, the type of occupation
pursued. (b) The second basis is hereditary charisma arising from the successful claim to a
position of prestige by virtue of birth. (c) The third is the appropriation of political or
hierocratic authority as a monopoly by socially distinct groups” (Theory 429). Weber
referred to the first category as Social Class. As with Marx, this refers mainly to economic
factors, except that again, it concentrates on the individual level rather than on larger groups.
For Weber, then, Social Class defines a specific person’s position in society according to
their financial positioning through his or her own efforts and accomplishments. The second
category is Social Status. This is determined by a person’s esteem, or honor in comparison to
others by birthright. Social Status does not necessarily need to be specifically linked to
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monetary accumulation. The third category is Social Power. This is viewed as the capability
of an individual to exert their will even when faced with resistance and opposition. Social
power is most commonly associated with political leveraging through party or guild
affiliation and governmental or corporate bureaucracy. One is not actually required to be
wealthy in order to wield this type of power either, but only to hold a significant decisionmaking position within such an organization.
It is in this last category that Weber introduces the idea of Status Groups.
Membership in these factions is regulated more by behavioral patterns than economic
classification. Acceptance or rejection by status groups centers on choices regarding lifestyle
and worldview as opposed to decisions pertaining to the accumulation of assets resulting in a
disparity of wealth. While these groups do create a separation between Us and Them, they
are not specifically exclusive to either the Haves or the Have-nots. In principle, it is possible
for both the wealthy and the lower income person to be affiliated with the same status group.
In the Snopes trilogy, Gavin Stevens and V. K. Ratliff are close friends. Stevens is an
attorney and city official; Ratliff is a traveling salesman who dabbles in silent investments.
Both men are personable bachelors. They are both prosperous, yet neither one is exceedingly
affluent. However, they come from vastly different cultural backgrounds. Stevens bears a
prominent family legacy that grants him an elevated social status in the area, whereas Ratliff
is of Russian immigrant heritage, and his background is relatively unknown by the
community at large. On the contrary, Flem Snopes struggles his entire life to advance his
status from lowly tenant farmer to lofty financial executive. However, the only tools
available to him are the manipulation and coercion of his fellow man. Hence his bid for
reputability is thwarted, and Flem is shunned by all manner of societal groupings.
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Max Weber was also concerned with the effect that organized religion has on the
individual members of a society. He considered the Protestant, or more precisely the
Calvinist, work ethic to be a double-edged sword. The contrived aphorism that “God helps
those who help themselves” is in direct contrast to actual scriptural passages such as “it is
easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter the kingdom
of God.”3 Weber referred to this contradiction as “the Spirit of Capitalism,” and he viewed it
as a justification of persecution for personal gain. Weber divided this rationalization into two
opposing standpoints. The theodicy of fortune supports the notion that prosperity is a
blessing. Hard work and industry are rewarded by God as a sign of his approval. An
individual’s personal holdings, and the resulting privilege they afford, are testaments of
God’s favor. Conversely, the theodicy of misfortune proposes that greed is evil. It promotes
a sentiment of humility, telling the poor that they should not be covetous, but instead
assuring them that suffering on this physical plane will guarantee remuneration in an
afterlife. Either perspective ultimately tends to best serve the objectives of the well-to-do.
The citizens of Faulkner’s rural Mississippi are described by the character of young Chick
Mallison as “a town founded by Aryan Baptists and Methodist, for Aryan Baptists and
Methodists” who settled in Yoknapatawpha County “not to escape from tyranny…but to
establish one” because “the very fabric of Baptist and Methodist life is delusion” (Faulkner
Snopes 605, 606, 607). It is this same plutocratic Protestant mindset that forgives the
swindling of a neighbor in a horse trade or over real estate dealings, just so long as both the
perpetrator and the victim can still be seen sharing a hymnal in church on Sunday morning.
Economic capital consists of tangible resources such as cash or other liquid assets
which may be leveraged to effectuate advantage. There are, as previously indicated, various
3
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other forms of non-financial capital as well, and they too can be utilized to achieve similar
results. Expounding on the previous ideas of thinkers like Marx and Weber, French social
theorist Pierre Bourdieu popularized the categories of cultural capital and social capital. 4
Bourdieu explains, “The primary differences, those which distinguish the major classes of
conditions of existence, derive from the overall volume of capital, understood as the set of
actually usable resources and powers – economic capital, cultural capital and also social
capital” (Distinction 114). Whereas Marx was not particularly interested in the specific
status of individuals within a society, but rather the antagonism between economic groups
with opposing objectives and how this conflict directly affected the process of production
exclusively, Bourdieu, like Weber, was further concerned with how these alternative kinds of
capital determined an individual person’s perceived position within the overall social order.
In the Snopes trilogy, the economic discernment of class is exemplified by the
characters of Will Varner and eventually Flem Snopes himself. Will symbolizes the idea of
old money and the Old South, while Flem epitomizes the nouveau riche of the rapidly
advancing new order. Cultural capital includes those attributes which elevate an individual’s
status by means of education, equanimity, and etiquette. Cultural capital is best represented
in the books by the characters of Gavin Stevens and Chick Mallison. These two are
generally considered to be learned, forthright, and worldly – in so much as they are the only
citizens of Jefferson ever known to have traveled outside the state of Mississippi. Social
capital is commonly associated with trust gained through interpersonal relationships and
connections established within a given civic network. V. K. Ratliff, and to a lesser extent
Chick Mallison, possess the most social and cultural capital in the novels. Ratliff’s colorful
disposition, keen observation, and talent not just for listening but for actually hearing, allows
4

From Distinction and The Forms of Capital
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him intimate knowledge concerning all citizens in the surrounding rural area and affords him
notoriety with regard to the transmission of information prior to the widespread use of
telephones. Sadly, there are those unfortunates who hold no apparent amount of monetary
nor interpersonal capital. Characters like Mink Snopes and Henry Armstid are entirely
bankrupt of both pecuniary and estimable class.
These supplemental types of capital are more a measure of one’s social station with
regard to others within the same community. They are based on levels of refinement
regarding tastes, mannerisms, material possessions, acquired skill sets, and achievements
acknowledged within each tier of a hierarchical caste system. Aside from income or
financial holdings, an individual’s social status is often judged by other aspects such as one’s
appearance, preferences in the arts, and recognized personal achievements. Within these
auxiliary forms of capital, Bourdieu believed that distinctions could be further subdivided
and exhibited as either embodied, objectified, or institutionalized.
An example of embodiment would be assessments made about a person’s speech
patterns or decorum. These traits are evident throughout Faulkner’s Snopes trilogy, and they
are entrenched in every level of non-commercial capital. The dialects of the rural South
during this time varied considerably from the formal to the familiar. A person’s accent was
usually the result of his or her exposure to the educational system, and it ranged from the
elevated diction of the highbrowed aristocracy to the barely intelligible vernacular of the
yokel bumpkin. Flem Snopes avoids judgements based on this particular measure of
embodiment by simply not talking at all. When forced to respond directly, he does so only in
monosyllabic replies, strictly adhering to the old adage that it is “better to remain silent and
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be thought a fool than to speak and remove all doubt.”5 Although Flem Snopes is the central
character, the audience never gets to hear his version of the story. In fact, over the course of
all three novels, Flem speaks hardly at all.
Objectification would be based on trappings such as the selection of one’s attire or the
neighborhood in which a citizen chooses to live. Certainly, these standards are indirectly tied
to economic capital as well, and there is considerable cross-over between all of the formerly
mentioned categories. Money is, after all, still a major theme in the Snopes trilogy.
However, objectification in this case is an assessment of an individual’s social rank based on
outward appearances, and it is far removed from Marx’s concern with one group’s
dominance over another with respect to labor and production. These objective signifiers are
what would be, in more modern times, labeled as status symbols. The diversity of clothing
observed around the town of Jefferson runs the gamut from homespun garments and tattered
overalls of the underprivileged to lavish tuxedos and tailored ball gowns at the Cotillion
Club. Institutionalized recognition is usually realized as a result of academic or professional
credentials as well as bestowed titles of authority. Scholastic degrees, elections or
appointments to political office, and commendations for military service typically convey
this sort of acknowledgement. Frequently these institutional influences are inherited. Moral
judgment is intrinsic. Rectitude, in and of itself, cannot be purchased.
This notion is also closely related to Bourdieu’s explanation of Habitus. It is a
person’s habits which give them an instinct for how to react in social situations. They are
deeply ingrained characteristics which allow an individual to navigate in different public
environments. Habits are usually developed in accordance with one’s surroundings, and they
eventually account for our particular preferences and tastes. These propensities are formed
5
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early on and cultivated by proximity. Parents want the best possible school for their children.
Young adults tend to marry within the same circles that they were raised. People join clubs
and organizations made up of others with similar interests and concerns. In short, like
attracts like. As with most of Faulkner’s fiction, the Snopes trilogy strives to expose the
idiosyncratic complexities of identity, or what the author himself refers to as “the problems
of the human heart in conflict with itself” (Garrett vi). Nature, more often than nurture,
dictates the personality traits of the characters in these three works. Taken as a whole, the
books propose that over the course of a lifetime a person may ascend or descend above or
beneath one’s given financial station, but by and large the behavioral patterns which make up
his or her demeanor are innate, and not typically subject to significant change. This is not to
say that the members of the cast are never influenced by external forces, but within the
isolated surroundings of Yoknapatawpha County such sources are not likely to affect one’s
reputation to a great extent. Neither Flem’s climb from backwoods indigent to bank
president, nor Mink’s fall from subsistent sharecropper to ruthless convict, ever drastically
alters the collective opinion of them as simply Snopses. It is their lack of breeding which
excludes them from respectability regardless of their own personal successes or mistakes.
The chronology of these three combined novels spans the decades from horse-andbuggy to commercial air travel. During this same timeframe there was a perceptible shift in
available opportunities for personal advancement and upward mobility. Prior to this era, the
established standards of the Old South dictated that a man was essentially destined to remain
in the same economic stratum unto which he was born. With few exceptions, cultural forces
made it seemingly impossible to loosen the ancestral constraints of poverty and break into the
ranks of privilege. Then with the abolishment of slavery and the decline of the plantation
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system, it became increasingly possible, through sheer effort and determination, for a man to
significantly improve his economic position. This was not true for all men, of course. Only
those who were willing to sacrifice other areas of their personal life were generally able to
realize this accomplishment. In other words, not all Snopes become bank presidents. Also,
simply because a person is able to elevate his or her personal financial standing is not usually
a direct reflection of that person’s degree of integrity in the public eye. In fact, the decisions
one might have to make in order to substantially increase his or her own net worth, could
often cause that person’s virtue to be held suspect. This further supports the assumption that
an individual’s sense of dignity is hard-wired into their psyche from very early in life and not
particularly equivalent to the monetary success they achieve over the course of it. Perhaps
the most prominent theme in Faulkner’s Snopes trilogy is that times may change, but people
do not.
To reiterate, a major drawback with discussions of this sort stems from contradictions
in terminology. There is no concrete criteria to establish what actually validates class. As
repeatedly mentioned, substantial overlap exists between the various subdivisions, thus
creating a lack of conceptual clarity. Perhaps this is why Faulkner himself never uses the
word class – replacing it instead with the term respectability. To categorize a person as
wealthy is not the same thing as admitting that he possesses a recognizable amount of class.
Moreover, the fact that someone is admired by his or her contemporaries does not in itself
place that person in a position of financial predominance.
The body of this thesis will attempt to further clarify these alternative attributes of
class distinction as they apply specifically to the major characters in William Faulkner’s
Snopes trilogy. Previously mentioned sociological concepts will be utilized, in addition to
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support introduced from various other sources of literary criticism. An effort will be made to
distinguish the differences between strictly economic considerations of class groupings and
the disparate factors that influence an individual’s personal reputation within a given society.
The objective is to demonstrate that even though Faulkner was writing about an imaginary
situation in an isolated rural area far removed from the particulars of our present day, the
players involved are confronted with the same social and cultural influences as are people of
every generation. Furthermore, these forces affect each individual differently, according to
one’s own psychological makeup, and that they are more intrinsic than they are learned. And
lastly, that even though these alternate considerations of a person’s worth may contribute
separately to a person’s overall position within a society, these auxiliary measurements have
become increasingly and unavoidably bound to the overriding importance afforded to money.

12
CHAPTER I
“THE POOR SONS OF BITCHES”:
YOKNAPATAWPHA’S UNDESIRABLE ELEMENT
Karl Marx coined a term for what he considered to be the very lowest level of society.
He referred to these unfortunates as the “Lumpenproletariat,” which he loosely translated as
the “dangerous class” or the “social scum” (Communist 65). This group consisted of
ragamuffins and ne’re-do-wells, miscreants and incorrigibles, degenerates and reprobates,
vagrants, beggars, criminals, and the hopelessly insane. Marx did not assign a great deal of
importance to this group. He felt that these types of individuals could never successfully
band together and organize as an effective economic class. Because they were not actually
part of the workforce, they could not offer any meaningful contribution to production.
Whatever gains they might accrue were usually ill-gotten. Therefore, they were of little use
with regard to his ideas concerning a revolutionary class upheaval. In Faulkner’s Snopes
trilogy, the characters who best represent this category are Henry Armstid and Mink Snopes.
Although they may not have started out at the very bottom rung of society, inevitably one of
them is driven to madness, and the other spends the majority of his life behind bars.
Henry Armstid’s main contribution to the story as a whole comes in the beginning.
His activities are disclosed only in The Hamlet. By the time the reader reaches The Town and
The Mansion, Henry has been committed to a mental asylum in Jackson, and he is
subsequently referred to only in retrospect. Yet like many of the figures that populate this
imaginary county, Armstid makes an appearance in other Faulkner novels as well. However,
his temperament and disposition are considerably different from that portrayed of him in the
Snopes trilogy. In Light in August, Henry Armstid is a congenial Samaritan who offers the
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pregnant and jilted Lena Grove a ride in his wagon. He discovers that she has walked all the
way from Alabama to Mississippi searching for Lucas Burch, the deadbeat father of her
unborn baby. Armstid offers the young woman lodging at his home for the night. There
Lena is introduced to Henry’s wife, Martha, a robust and opinionated matron who not only
counsels Lena but sacrifices her own meager savings as a charitable donation to the young
girl. This is in stark contrast to the miserly, self-centered Henry Armstid and his timid, bereft
spouse presented in the Snopes trilogy. Cleanth Brooks supports this position, “It is difficult
if not impossible to reconcile the Henry Armstid of The Hamlet with the Henry Armstid of
Light in August” (Toward 166). There is also a chapter narrated by Armstid toward the end
of As I Lay Dying. Once again, Henry is depicted as a humanitarian. He offers food and
shelter to the Bundren family on their odyssey to bury their mother Addie in Jefferson. His
wife, renamed Lula, is described as the embodiment of frontier domesticity and protestant
practicality. Henry Armstid shares his sipping whiskey and sugar-water with Anse Bundren.
Mrs. Armstid bustles around in her apron, providing graciously for her guests, while at the
same adamantly protesting about the smell of Mrs. Bundren’s body decomposing in her barn.
This a far cry from how the Armstids are characterized in the Snopes trilogy. There are
numerous and admitted discrepancies between the various transitions of Faulkner’s collected
works. The wife of Henry Armstid in The Hamlet is subservient, deprived, and pitiful
whereas Armstid himself is presented as being consistently odious, contemptible, and ornery.
Edmond Volpe suggests that Henry Armstid “exists in a constant state of fury” due to
what he perceives as a “primal injustice” perpetrated upon him by society (314). As a
testament to this observation, it is strongly implied that Henry is a wife-beater. During the
humorous horse auction scene, Armstid supplies a dark and ominous counter-balance to an

14
otherwise comical situation. It is revealed that Henry has stolen the last five dollars his wife
was saving to buy their children shoes, and that he plans to spend it on one of the spotted
ponies. When she poses a feeble protests, he warns her firmly, “Shut your mouth. . . .Do you
want me to take a wagon stake to you?” (Faulkner, Snopes 273). After spending her hardearned money, Armstid then orders his wife to help him separate their wild horse from the
herd. Upon entering the corral, the trader from Texas tells Mrs. Armstid, “Don’t you go in
there, missus.” To which she meekly replies, “I reckon I better” (276). Predictably, when
the two Armstids are unable to lasso the rampant beast by themselves, Henry lashes-out and
strikes his wife twice with the coiled rope, in full view of the surrounding spectators. Later,
when the stampeding horses escape, Henry suffers a broken leg in the ensuing calamity. This
only serves to further fuel his bitterness and outrage against the unseen forces of misfortune
which he feels incessantly plague him. “They’re unlucky,” an anonymous townsperson tells
V. K. Ratliff as he relates the event afterwards, “When you are unlucky, it don’t matter much
what you do.” To which Ratliff responds, “I’ve heard laziness called bad luck so much that
maybe it is” (294).
Henry Armstid welds no significant social power, and he is excluded from any
relevant status groups as Max Weber would likely define the terms. He possesses no real
cultural nor symbolic capital according to the conditions set forth by Pierre Bourdieu. From
a strictly economic standpoint, however, he is not entirely destitute in the beginning of the
Snopes trilogy. Initially, Armstid is what Karl Marx might most closely identify as a
member of the Petty or Petite Bourgeoisie. This sub-category refers primarily to small
property owners who retain at least some means of production, but who cannot afford outside
help, and must therefore perform the actual labor themselves in order to survive. Henry is a
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small-scale, yet still independent, farmer who initially owns the land upon which he lives and
works. He manages to eke out a meager existence through his own strenuous efforts.
What ultimately brings about Henry Armstid’s ruination is his ill-conceived and
hapless scheme to plunder a purported fortune in Confederate coins allegedly buried outside
the Old Frenchman’s place. Through covert surveillance activity, Armstid observes Flem
Snopes’ nocturnal excavations around the grounds and is erroneously convinced that rumors
of the hidden treasure are indeed true. John Crawford asserts that this episode, “symbolize[s]
the folly of Henry Armstid” (150). Surprisingly, Armstid is able to persuade V. K. Ratliff
and Odum Bookwright to join him in his inauspicious exploits to recover the loot before
Flem is able to locate it. Although the bogus bounty is supposedly sacks of silver inhumed in
the rose garden of the mansion, this occurrence thereafter becomes referred to as the “salted
gold mine” incident (Faulkner, Snopes 351).
It is Henry’s insatiable avarice that brings about his eventual downfall. However, his
objectives are two-fold. Certainly he is driven by the desire for instant wealth, but his
ulterior motive is to exact revenge on Flem Snopes for besting him in the aforementioned
horse-trade fiasco which left him both humiliated and physically afflicted. Armstid is so
confident concerning the validity of his discovery, that he is willing to barter his entire farm,
including the livestock, for his share in the purchase of the Frenchman’s property. Even after
Ratliff and Bookwright realize that they have been duped by Snopes, Henry refuses to
abandon his convictions and continues to dig until, consumed by greed and disappointment,
he slips over the brink of insanity.
Although equally hooked by the lure of easy money, Ratliff and Bookwright are able
to overcome their losses and move on. Whereas Armstid, on the other hand, is totally
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devastated. Henry possesses neither the emotional nor the financial resources to simply
laugh the mistake off and learn a lesson from it. As Cleanth Brooks points out, “Ratliff and
Bookwright quickly recover their poise and even their sense of honor, once they have
discovered that they have been had. They try to persuade Henry Armstid to accept the bad
news, but Henry has lost too much: he has literally gambled everything. Besides, Henry is a
violent, passionate, warped little man. Now he is clearly demented” (William 127).
Henry Armstid is unable to recover from the setback because he never had any real sense of
honor in the first place. He is endowed with no ethical integrity beyond simple selfpreservation. Henry holds society in contempt, and the community likewise views him with
disdain. What little economic collateral, social power, or cultural capital Armstid has
accumulated as a farmer and a small land owner in the area over time is instantly and
irrevocably destroyed beyond his ability to reclaim it. His aspirations have been dashed, and
it is impossible for him to return back to where he started. Henry Armstid has dug a hole
from which he cannot escape. It is reasonable to assume that this metaphor was not an
accident on Faulkner’s part. In the last pages of The Hamlet an unidentified observer
remarks, “Anybody might have fooled Henry Armstid. But couldn’t nobody but Flem
Snopes have fooled Ratliff” (Faulkner, Snopes 342). This final denouncement further
illustrates the lack of respect afforded to Henry Armstid by his fellow citizens of
Frenchman’s Bend.
The one other person in the Snopes trilogy to draw an even greater level of scorn,
derision, and disparagement than Henry Armstid is the character of Mink Snopes. Mauri
Skinfill proposes that, “The Mink section of the novel accomplishes two things: first, it
decisively shifts the novel's central issue—the town's economic order—off the terrain of
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humor and onto the terrain of violence. . . .But more importantly, the Mink section begins to
provide an account of the social and class violence ordering the town as a historical structure
that produces Mink's homicidal response to the legal dispute he loses” (162).
In chapter four of The Town V. K. Ratliff describes Mink as “the only out-and-out
mean Snopes we ever experienced…mean without no profit consideration or hope at-all”
(Faulkner, Snopes 412). Like Henry Armstid, Mink Snopes views himself as a victim of the
powers that be. Mink feels that the entire universe conspires against him. Elizabeth Kerr
notes that “Mink Snopes represents the rare poor white who makes a desperate attempt to
achieve what he considers his rightful status, a hopeless attempt because he lacks both
physical and mental ability to cope with his problems” (70). Mink suffers from an emotional
affliction that causes him to enter into uncontrollable states of manic anger. Yet Mink never
acts impulsively. His conduct is always calculated and methodical. In fact, Mink himself
consistently expresses this attribute as his own personal credo. He tells the audience at the
beginning of The Mansion that, “a man can bear anything by simply and calmly refusing to
accept it . . . patience was his pride . . . by this means he could beat Them; They might be
stronger for a moment than he but nobody, no man, no nothing could wait longer than he
could wait” (Faulkner, Snopes 687).
Mink Snopes develops his entire personal philosophy about life around this very
concept. It is an extremely defeatist attitude that allows him to rationalize his own antisocial
behavior. Mink expresses his opinion: “It was simply that his own bad luck had all his life
continually harassed and harried him into the constant unflagging necessity of defending his
own simple rights” (Faulkner, Snopes 674-75). He repeatedly refers to the pronouns “Them”
and “They” as those forces “who represented a simple fundamental justice and equity in
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human affairs” (674). However, for Mink they were always “testing, trying him to see just
how much he could bear and would stand,”. . . “to fling, jolt, surprise him off balance and so
ruin him . . . [They] couldn’t outwait him; could beat him only by catching him off balance
and so topple him back into that condition of furious blind earless rage where he had no
sense” (683, 689).
Mink may be emotionally unbalanced, but he is not insane. His actions are always
premeditated and meticulously planned. Faulkner often describes Mink’s mannerisms as
“implacable,” “indomitable,” and “intractable.” In a community as close-knit as Jefferson,
Mink has no true friends and only detached acquaintances. He feels betrayed by society in
general, especially the wealthy and powerful. He senses no fidelity from others therefore he
is loyal to none in return. When his own court-appointed attorney tries to advise him just
after the trial, Mink resolutely replies, “I don’t trust nobody” (Faulkner, Snopes 707). So
strong is this suspicion of perfidy, that it becomes the major catalyst for his malfeasance.
Mink must strike back at what he perceives as the boundless transgressions committed
against him, even at the risk of losing his own freedom. As Joseph Urgo suggests, “His
anger, then is not directed toward the tenant-farmer system which oppresses him but toward
individual men who he deems ‘responsible’ for his pathetic condition…[of] class-destined
indigence and humiliation….Having no advantages on which to capitalize, he turns to
criminal activity and removes himself from society” (179).
Mink’s major obstacle is that he has no class identity. He dislikes everyone. His
primary resentment is against the wealthy and what he perceives as a conspiracy to oppress
the common man by means of financial influence and the power it conveys. Mink’s only
emotional solidarity is with an unseen and undefinable group of likewise downtrodden
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sufferers who he is convinced must somehow share his animosity. He issues a revolutionary
warning to vindicate his abhorrent actions: “all you rich folks has got to stick together or else
maybe someday the ones that aint rich might take a notion to raise up and take hit away from
you” (Faulkner, Snopes 702). At the same time, he also harbors a strong hostility against the
lower economic class for not rallying together over what “he himself believed to be simple
justice and inalienable rights” (679). Eventually Mink even alienates his own family. As
with Henry Armstid, Mink Snopes also physically assaults his spouse. The narrator of The
Hamlet relates the details of his abuse: “He struck her across the mouth. He watched his
hand, almost labored, strike across the face . . . the blood smearing between mouth and palm
and then renewed, striking again with that slow gathering” (209). The particulars are much
more graphic, serving to further illustrate not only Mink’s immaturity and low self-esteem,
but his psychological pattern of deliberate and systematic malice as well.
Mink does not view himself as a criminal. He does not even see himself as wrongful.
Mink believes he is the victim of a tyrannical plutocratic conspiracy. He murders Jack
Houston over a cow. In his mind however, it is not about the bovine exclusively, but rather
the humiliation he has endured at the hand of someone who is more prosperous than he is – a
man who owns an entire herd of cattle compared to just Mink’s one, a man who rides an
expensive black stallion while Mink is forced to walk everywhere – a man whose “barn was
warmer and tighter against the weather than the cabin he lived in” and “hired a Negro who
wore warmer clothing than he and his family possessed” (Faulkner, Snopes 677-78, 678). He
stubbornly toils to repay his debt by repairing Houston’s fences while his own fields go
unplowed. Just when he believes he has successfully outwaited his adversary, Mink is
infuriated again with what he considers one last intolerable insult to his pride. While lying in
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ambush to surprise Houston, Mink muses to himself, “I aint shooting you because of them
thirty-seven and a half four-bit days. That’s all right; I done long ago forgot and forgive that.
. . .That aint why I shot you. I killed you because of that-ere extry one-dollar pound fee”
(702).
What Mink is unable to accept is the fact that he brings misfortune upon himself. He
intentionally let his animal stray onto Houston’s property. Joseph Urgo contends that
“allowing his cow to feed in Houston’s pasture was politically and economically
motivated….Mink’s attitudes and actions have their basis in a deep-rooted but barely
articulated class antagonism” (205). Mink feels entirely justified for having murdered
Houston, and he is unable to comprehend the court’s decision to find him guilty. He is
convinced that at any moment his cousin Flem will return to set the record straight, and that
Mink will avoid requital and be released from custody. Even while awaiting his transfer
from the county jail to Parchman penitentiary, Mink consoles himself, “Which is all I
want…Jest to get out of here and go back home and farm. That don’t seem like a heap to
ask” (Faulkner, Snopes 703). Mink even tells the District Attorney, “Jest tell that feller there
to bring me my hat and open that door and I’ll go back home and get back to my crop” (709).
Eventually, Mink directs his final retribution toward his cousin Flem, whom he
perceives to have forsaken him in his time of need. Joseph Urgo reveals, “Both men come
from the same dirt-farmer origins, and both harbor unmatched and therefore shared
antagonism for the community. . . .Flem represents to Mink the betrayal of Mink Snopes by a
member of his own class” (206-07). Throughout the entire Snopes trilogy, Mink is torn
between a sense of respect and a feeling of covetousness toward his cousin Flem. Mink
himself describes the sentiment as, “a grudging admiration, almost pride that they were of the
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same blood” (Faulkner, Snopes 753). The animosity between the two relatives begins very
early in the first novel, however, long before Mink’s murder of Jack Houston. Although
Mink’s sharecropping agreement is with Will Varner, he is secretly convinced that Flem
actually owns the land upon which he lives. Resentment of Flem’s success is evident in his
wife’s attitude toward their familial relationship. Yettie Snopes scolds her husband Mink,
“He’d let you rot and die right here and glad of it, and you know it. Your own kin you’re so
proud of because he works in a store and wears a necktie all day” (72). After the trial, Mink
eventually realizes that Flem is not going to save him in time. He becomes convinced
instead that Flem is deliberately avoiding involvement in the situation by remaining absent.
As Elizabeth Kerr points out, “Mink’s pride in the one champion in the clan turns to hatred
and vengeance” (75). Mink finally reconciles himself to the fact that, “he aint coming…he
finally got rid of me for good and all” (Faulkner, Snopes 705). Mink becomes obsessed with
what he believes to be a violation of “the ancient immutable laws of simple blood kinship”
(673). At that moment, and for the next forty years, Mink patiently plans his revenge.
Although Flem is in no way responsible for Mink’s desperate predicament, his own cousin’s
inaction is taken by Mink as a sign of aggression. Mink views Flem’s decision not to render
aid as an affront to their common class origins. The only commodity that Mink possesses is
time, and he resolutely uses it to his advantage.
Mink Snopes lives by his own code of conduct. He may be a murderer, but he is no
thief. As his nephew Montgomery Ward Snopes reveals, “every Snopes has one thing he
wont do to you” (Faulkner, Snopes 727). Mink works doggedly to satisfy the debt he owes
over his untended cow’s upkeep. Indeed, he would rather kill Jack Houston outright than
accept charity from Will Varner for the last vindictive dollar tacked-on at the very end. In
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another episode toward the end of The Mansion, Mink needs to purchase a gun in order to
carry-out his plan of killing Flem. Even after being robbed himself while working for
Brother Goodyhay on his way to Memphis, Mink refuses to steal his employer’s pistol which
is conveniently left in plain sight. “No, I aint never stole.” he reminds himself. “I aint never
come to that and I never will” (910).
Edmond Volpe describes Mink Snopes “as a man who epitomizes human pride in a
struggle against the cosmic forces . . . he pits himself against the universal conditions of life –
the accidents of blind chance” (333-34). Mink is by no means a tragic hero, yet he does
share the same fateful flaw of hubris. Unlike Henry Armstid, Mink is not consumed with
greed. His mortal sins are primarily envy and pride. Mink is extremely jealous of those
more fortunate than himself, and he is highly resentful of his own deplorable condition. At
the same time, he is obstinate toward, and unyielding to, any type of authority. Mink
believes that the whole world is “leagued against him” and that “everything is in cahoots” to
keep him in a consistent state of abjection and debasement (Faulkner, Snopes 206, 237). He
considers his lot in life as being little more than a “conspiracy to frustrate and outrage his
rights as a man and his feelings as a sentient creature” (207). Mink is convinced that his
persistent misfortune has been predestined, and that no amount of personal effort will ever
affect his prospects. Mauri Skinfill supports this notion, “Faulkner not only establishes the
category of class as the fundamental structure determining social activity, he exposes the
American myth of opportunity and self-production, for Mink's story ultimately suggests that
opportunity is only really available where it already exists and not in the world of the tenant
underclass whose very lack of resources forces them continually into unnecessarily costly
and ultimately disastrous ventures” (166). Skinfill identifies this as “the self-compounding

23
nature of underclass existence” and accredits “pathological violence as the explicit protest to
an implicit class war” (166). Joseph Urgo calls this “the naked face of rebellion . . . brought
upon by a social and economic system that demands from his class unremitting work simply
to provide sustenance” (203).
Mink suffers from what would, in modern times, most commonly be considered the
mature version of an Oppositional Defiance Disorder. He is both childlike in appearance and
childish in his behavior. The author describes him “as forlorn and defenseless as a child”
(Faulkner, Snopes 699). Later the same metaphor is compounded to include “as slight and
frail and harmless as a child and as deadly as a small viper” (708). Just like a child, Mink has
no money. He is not only poor, he is completely destitute. Mauri Skinfill notes, “The
cyclical structure of that poverty ultimately pervades the entire compendium of Mink's
experience: his familial past, his itinerant present, as well as the future of perpetual escape
which the murder of Houston inevitably promises” (165). Prior to his capture, Mink is
reduced to scraping cornmeal crust from the side of a barrel and eating it with his hands; he
sips hot water for lack of coffee. Even his immediate family has abandoned him, and he is
incapable of attending to his own basic needs. Mink has achieved nothing of importance in
his life, and he has no reputable heritage upon which to rely. His sole means of exercising
his will is to erupt both emotionally and physically in a juvenile manner. In fact, the only
applicable adult attribute he does possess is patience. In the end, it is merely Mink’s
resoluteness and tenacity that allow him to persevere.
Overall, Henry Armstid and Mink Snopes share many of the same characteristics.
Neither of them has any particularly redeeming qualities. Both men exude disagreeable
personalities because they are both intolerant and injudicious. They are also crass and
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churlish, as well as despicable and dangerous. In addition to lacking financial security, they
do not enjoy any alternative forms of capital either. They are not members of any type of
status group. They entertain no religious nor political affiliations. They hold no credentials,
and they carry no clout. Henry and Mink are outsiders, without influence, and beyond the
trust and respect of their peers. Yet somehow Faulkner allows the audience to sympathize
with their respective plights. He compels the reader to realize that, although they may not be
likeable, they are both still victims of the circumstances dictated by their common
environment. Eventually stripped of any economic, social, or cultural capital, these two men
accurately embody what the author classifies as “the poor sons of bitches” (Faulkner, Snopes
917).
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CHAPTER II
“FIERCE RISIBILITY”:
YOKNAPATAWPHA’S COLLECTIVE VOICE
Most of Faulkner’s major characters are usually at either end of the socio-economic
scale. The majority of his minor cast members, however, are not. The bulk of the population
in and around Jefferson consists of average citizens. By and large, these are decent bluecollar individuals leading frugal workaday lives and enduring commonplace setbacks in their
efforts to provide for their families. Sometimes they are directly identified; often they
remain anonymous. They represent Yoknapatowpha County’s yeoman stock or middle-class
with respect to social, cultural, and financial ranking. These are the voices that make-up the
chorus of the Snopes Trilogy – the farmers, the small business owners, and the men who,
when not working, idle their hours away conversing on street corners, in luncheon diners, or
on the front gallery of the general store. This is the collective voice of Faulkner’s imaginary
world, and they typify the body politic of rural Mississippi during the early part of the 20th
century. The two people who most closely exemplify this general constituency or class of
Yoknapatawpha society are Chick Mallison and V. K. Ratliff. They are both central
characters throughout the saga, and without their insights and interpretations, it would be
difficult for an audience to navigate the plotline.
As mentioned in the prior chapter, there are numerous discrepancies concerning the
specific details among all of Faulkner’s novels. The author readily admits to these
inconsistencies in a brief preface to The Mansion. Part of the reason, he explains, is the sheer
span of time it took to produce such a prolific collection of literary works. The profuse
volume of multifarious intricacies necessary to create such a vivid and comprehensive
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landscape warrants no apology for infrequent and trivial incongruences. As Faulkner himself
conceded to his editor Albert Erskine, “the essential truth of these people and their doings, is
the thing; the facts are not too important” (Garrett x). Moreover, the author can be even
further exonerated for these occasional variations due to the style in which many of the
novels are written. Faulkner not only relies heavily on the use of interior monologue, but he
also frequently utilizes a multiple-narration technique. He developed this method with
earlier publications such as The Sound and the Fury and As I Lay Dying wherein
straightforward accounts of the action are interspersed with respective yet indistinct streams
of consciousness. Although at times challenging to the reader, this approach is also part of
the enjoyment because each chapter is offered through the lens of a different speaker, all of
them with a slightly different perspective. Most of what Faulkner writes is eventually
repeated. The result is much like a close friend unwittingly re-telling a classic joke that
never gets old. As George Garrett points out in his introduction, “One of the deepest sources
of Faulkner’s art and vision [is]…a kind of routine recycling that allowed him to review and
renew events, characters, places and things – the whole experience of a story from a variety
of different angles and points of view….He invites the reader to remember as well as
encounter” (x-xi).
The Hamlet introduces many of the characters, both primary and supporting, by a
mostly omniscient narrator, although some of the passages are presented through the actual
words and thoughts of those involved in the story. The Town, then, before advancing plot
forward, recounts the principle events of the first book, as told by means of the first-person
point of view from three specific individuals, each with their his or her unique outlook.
Lastly, The Mansion returns to a third-person narration style and recaps the highlights of the
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previous two novels prior to supplying the denouement. The entire Snopes trilogy took
Faulkner almost thirty-five years to complete, and it covers a timeframe of over half a
century. Much of the one-thousand-plus page chronicle, like many of Faulkner’s other
novels as well, contain previously published short stories, as seen through the eyes and told
via the voices of numerous and dissimilar personalities.
The Hamlet transpires exclusively in the small rural locality of Frenchman’s Bend.
This crossroads community evolved around a once vast and prosperous, but at the time
abandoned and subdivided, plantation closely resembling that of Thomas Sutpen’s hundred
square mile spread in Absalom, Absalom! The residents are largely descendants of European
immigrants. They are settlers with surnames like “Turpin and Haley and Whittington,
McCallum and Murray and Leonard and Littlejohn, and other names like Riddup and
Armstid and Doshey which could have come from nowhere since no man would deliberately
select one of them for his own” (Faulkner, Snopes 8). Their ancestors were homesteaders,
equipped with only the bare essentials, but nevertheless determined to claim their meager
share of the American dream. Faulkner writes, “They took up land and built one- and tworoom cabins and never painted them, and married one another and produced children and
added other rooms one by one to the original cabins and did not paint them either….They
were Protestants and Democrats and prolific” (9). This is the provincial, agrarian middleclass that William Faulkner presents in The Hamlet. They are proud yet humble. They are
not rich, but they do not consider themselves poor either. They barter and trade amongst
themselves for goods and services. What they lack in financial currency, they compensate
with cultural and social capital. They work and play and love and fight in their own isolated
and insulated microcosm. When not involved in these basic human activities, they are
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content to simply whittle and spit on the front porch of Will Varner’s mercantile and gossip
the time away.
The Town takes place in the municipality of Jefferson. Here the population is
considerably larger and more diverse. After recapping the crucial developments of the
previous novel, the author advances the storyline by introducing an ever-increasing collection
of supporting characters. The Town also includes versions of previously produced short
stories such as “Centaur in Brass” and “Mule in the Yard,” as well as references to several
other longer manuscripts. Whereas the theme of the first book focuses primarily on the
intrusion and progression of an upcoming and unethical class group infiltrating a highly
moral yet stagnant pre-existing social order, The Town instead concentrates more on the
ethical intricacies of select individuals and how they interact within the overall standards of a
larger community. It is also in this section that Faulkner solidifies his varied narration
method. These middle passages are disclosed exclusively through the thoughts and words of
attorney Gavin Stevens, his nephew Chick Mallison, and their sagacious acquaintance V. K.
Ratliff. Each man then relates the unfolding events through his own personal point of view.
Edmond Volpe proposes, “[T]he multiple-narrator technique is used to reveal the complexity
of personality and to point up the difficulty of making moral judgements….The knowledge
that each has about the events he describes is limited. Much of what each records is hearsay,
much is pure speculation; and, invariably, his own personality and emotional biases color his
descriptions of the events and analyses of character and motive” (318). This approach not
only allows for a broader overview of the occurrences within the books – as no one person
can be everywhere at once – but it also accounts for, and pardons, whatever minor
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inconsistencies and discrepancies may be uncovered over the course of the entire three
volumes.
The Mansion delivers a subdued climax and provides a restrained resolution for the
combined novels. The audience is fully aware, even before the beginning of this last volume,
that Mink will ultimately kill his cousin Flem. The author does not need to depend on
unexpected plot-twists or surprise endings. Rather than rely on ingenuous contrivances in the
text, he instead concentrates on the more skillful manipulation of the readers themselves.
Faulkner spends the first half of the trilogy depicting the Snopes clan as abhorrent – a social
evil that spreads like cancer, and once diagnosed, must be eradicated. Gavin Stevens
describes them as being “like colonies of rats or termites,” and V. K. Ratliff contends that
they “had to be watched constantly like an invasion of snakes or wildcats” (Faulkner, Snopes
370, 436). Since no Snopes is ever allowed to speak for himself in the beginning, it is not
until the latter chapters that certain developments are divulged which allow the observer to
shift his or her animosity to sympathy. Mink may be a murderer, but he is also the victim of
abject poverty and social injustice. Likewise, the disclosure of Flem’s impotency helps to
explain his lack of passion for anything other than the accumulation of money. Again
Edmond Volpe advocates, “The moral indignation that created the role of the Snopes tribe is
gone, replaced by a compassion so all-encompassing that no moral code is flexible enough to
reflect it. All the Snopeses, the murderers, the usurers…have been embraced and welcomed
[back] into the human family because not just they, but all men are trapped in the iron web of
life” (332). By the end of this final book, the sins of the Snopes may not have been fully
forgiven, but they are at least recognized as being undeniably mortal. In this fashion, the
Snopes Trilogy is allowed a welcomed closure.
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To this extent, the principal devices that Faulkner utilizes to successfully manipulate
the reader’s emotions and alter the audience’s viewpoint over the course of all three novels
are the application of a collective voice and the technique of multiple-narrators. One
prominent character who serves both roles is Charles Mallison, Jr. “Chick” Mallison is never
directly involved in the major events of the plot, nor does he play a crucial part in the story’s
outcome. His primary functions are to observe and to record. Even so, a majority of the
chapters in both The Town and The Mansion are narrated by him. At that time Chick is only
thirteen years old. Therefore, he would not have any accurate personal memories of the
events that took place in The Hamlet. Accordingly, he begins by retelling the stories that he
has overheard from his family and close friends. Chick Mallison is a product of his
environment. He is the filter through which the audience receives their first glimpses into the
social structure of Jefferson and the intimate affairs of its citizens. It is his innocence that
lends a fresh perspective to the ongoing tale, and it is his coming-of-age over the succeeding
eighteen years that represent the collective voice of Yoknapatawpha County. As Chick
himself admits, “So when I say ‘we’ and ‘we thought’ what I really mean is Jefferson and
what Jefferson thought” (Faulkner, Snopes 347).
Because he is not yet an adult, Chick Mallison holds no economic capital of his own.
He does, however, possess a significant amount of cultural capital. His family is comfortable
and well established in the community. Chick’s uncle, Gavin Stevens, is the city attorney of
Jefferson, and his grandfather is a local judge. Financially, they would be considered uppermiddle class. This cultural advantage allows the young man to evaluate the lifestyles of
those who are below his socio-economic status as well as those who are above it. Chick is
keenly observant in his own right, but his constant contact with V. K. Ratliff allows him to
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keep his finger firmly on the pulse of Yoknapatawpha society. Even so, it is not until the
final book of The Mansion, when Chick is in college, that he has finally gained the maturity
and wisdom to make objective judgements of his own rather than to just formulate opinions
based on the experience of others. He begins to comprehend not only the monetary factors
that distinguish adversity from opportunity, but also the various and alternative levels of
status and power at play within the middle section of the town’s residents. He begins to
notice that majority of the citizens that make up the working-class, or the collective voice of
Jefferson, did not really consider themselves to be ordinary or common at all. Having
witnessed the random circumstances which allowed certain other individuals in the
surrounding area to break away from mediocrity and rise to prominence, the majority of them
were secretly convinced that the same fate would surely befall them also if they could just be
patient and have faith. Chick sees these disinherited yet hopeful citizens as simply biding
their time, or waiting their turn, as though advancement and good fortune would somehow
come to them through mere chance or happenstance. Chick relates, “Jefferson proletariat
declined not only to know that it was the proletariat but even to be content as the middleclass, being convinced instead that it was merely in a temporary interim state toward owning
in its turn Mr Snopes’s bank or Wallstreet Snopes’s wholesale grocery chain or (who
knows?) on the way to the governor’s mansion or even the White House in Washington”
(Faulkner, Snopes 855). This is not to suggest that this same sector of the population is lazy
or even foolish. On the contrary, they are for the most part highly industrious and pragmatic.
This shared mindset among the average citizens can even be viewed as a tribute to their
resolve and optimism. As Joseph Urgo acknowledges, “the fortunate ascendency of a few
individuals acts to dispel the political or economic anxieties of the masses” (203). These
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uncelebrated masses make up the collective voice that Chick Mallison addresses. His
contribution to the Snopes trilogy is crucial for many reasons, but perhaps most importantly
because it offers the unique insight of an impressionable adolescent concerning the hoi polloi
who occupy Faulkner’s chimerical domain.
This social middle-class is further exemplified, and to an even greater extent, by the
character of V. K. Ratliff. Unlike Chick Mallison, Ratliff is a mature adult. He does not
possess the same cultural capital into which Chick was born either. He doesn’t come from a
prominent local family name. Rather, he is the offspring of Russian immigrants, and he
chooses to go by only his first initials so as not to disclose this information to the general
public, i.e., Vladimir Kyrilytch. V. K. Ratliff is, however, a typical middle-class citizen, an
everyman, who is highly respected within the community and mostly accepted by all social
circles. Andrea Dimino makes the claim that “his personality seems to transcend class
categories” (336). Ratliff’s occupation as a traveling salesman makes him privy to personal
information about all the residents of Jefferson and the surrounding countryside as well. He
seems to know not only everything that has happened, but often what will transpire next
before it even occurs. Joseph Urgo describes Ratliff as an “intense observer” (186) and a
“self-appointed moral gadfly” as well as the “watchdog of the common people” (175). It is
Ratliff who offers the best depictions of Yoknapatawpha’s ordinary folk because he is one of
them, yet in many ways he is not. Cleanth Brooks observes, “[Ratliff] is perfectly easy in his
world, but he also stands a little outside it and above it” (Yoknapatawpha 28). Of all the
characters in the Snopes trilogy, V. K. Ratliff truly possesses the most social capital.
With regard to his actual economic standing, Ratliff remains somewhat of an enigma.
He is presented from the very beginning as “an itinerant sewing-machine agent” (Faulkner,
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Snopes 10). This vocation makes him vastly popular among the female population who
greatly desire the modern convenience but scarcely have the means to afford it. Ratliff
extends credit to the husbands with little down-payment and the remainder on an installment
plan. In return, he gathers considerable gossip from each household he visits. The
arrangement works well for all the parties involved. By his own admission, however, Ratliff
only sells about three units per year, yet he always seems to be financially stable. He is
prosperous enough to invest in several side enterprises throughout the course of the three
novels, and he does not become overly distressed when some of those prove to be less than
profitable. Usually Ratliff can be found simply passing the time and conversing with
neighbors. This leads his friends to speculate “just when Ratliff found time to earn a living”
(436). The mere fact that he is a thrifty bachelor must suffice to explain his financial
independence because Faulkner offers no other clues. What is known is that he is always
congenial and never imposing. As Chick Mallison points out, “you didn’t hardly notice
Ratliff at all, until suddenly you did” (435). Nonetheless, when Ratliff speaks, people listen.
V. K. Ratliff is not at all concerned with status symbols, although he could
presumably afford them. His refusal to wear a tie and his insistence on always sporting a
handmade, freshly laundered blue shirt every day is his way of establishing himself as a
member of the modest yet decent median of Southern society. When the automobile is
introduced into Jefferson, Ratliff trades in his mules and buckboard wagon for a standard
Model-T Ford. He has the back half cut away and replaced with a flatbed so that he can
continue to haul his sewing machines as he has always done. Ratliff is, however, concerned
with certain aspects of embodiment as they pertain to social class. An important
demonstration of this is noted when V. K. Ratliff intentionally attempts to improve his own
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elocution. Ratliff makes a conscious effort to correct himself when using words like “took”
for “taken” and “drug’ for “dragged” (Faulkner, Snopes 565). He tells young Chick Mallison
that he has been “trying to learn – teach myself to say the words right” not necessarily to
improve his current social standing, as he is already held in high regard by his peers, but
rather because he possesses enough common sense to understand that the world is changing,
and he will need to advance with it, or risk being marooned in the stagnant mediocrity of the
past (566).
Aside from invariably being in the just the right place at exactly the right time,
another of Ratliff’s attributes is his auditory skill. Ratliff frequently reprimands his close
friend Gavin Stevens for not listening closely to other people, but instead only concentrating
on what he is going to say next. Stevens readily admits the opposite of his companion, “You
never had to wonder how much Ratliff had heard because you knew in advance he had heard
all of it” (Faulkner, Snopes 493). Although this is meant as a compliment, Gavin is not
always complementary of Ratliff’s role as community newsmonger. Stevens also
admonishes him on occasion: “Ratliff could not afford, he did not dare, to walk down the
streets and not have the answer to every situation which was not really any of his business”
(465). Regardless, the bond between these two men is undeniably a strong one. When Gavin
Stevens goes to Germany to complete his doctorate studies, he tells V. K. Ratliff in all
earnestness, “you’re the only one in Jefferson I can trust” (432).
Another factor which contributes to Ratliff’s cache of social capital is his virtue. He
is not only fair but exceptionally generous. Although V. K. is highly disparaging of the
Snopes family in general, his Christian ethics will not allow him to be outwardly malicious
toward them. When Mink is convicted of murder, it is Ratliff who finds his wife and
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children a place to live and buys them new clothing. He lends Wallstreet Snopes a
substantial sum of money when his wholesale grocery is in danger of facing bankruptcy.
Even though he has been personally swindled by Flem in a land deal, he still offers his
adversary a discreet ride from Jefferson to Frenchman’s Bend and back when the other asks
the favor of him. With the exception of that one bad business decision with Flem, it is
generally believed that Ratliff exercises prudent moral judgement in all of his undertakings,
both personal and public.
It is also repeatedly implied that V. K. Ratliff is highly intelligent. Although he has
had no formal education whatsoever, his acumen far surpasses that of mere common sense.
Ratliff’s is frequently referred to as both “inscrutable” and “Rabelaisian.” His innate wisdom
and robust sense of humor are widely recognized, and they earn him the admiration of his
associates and the respect of those even remotely acquainted with him. Early on in The
Hamlet, the kingpin of Frenchman’s Bend, Will Varner, confides to Ratliff in private,
“Sometimes you are a little too smart to suit me” (Faulkner, Snopes 28). This is in no way
meant to be derisive, but it sets the stage for the assumption that V. K. Ratliff, for all his
incessant affability, is not a person with whom to be trifled. As mentioned, Ratliff’s closest
confidant is the attorney Gavin Stevens. Gavin is also Ratliff’s biggest admirer. Stevens,
who is generally acknowledged as being the most intellectual individual in the entire area,
often seems in awe of Ratliff’s perceptibility. When speaking about Ratliff, Stevens
periodically uses the same language. Gavin describes his friend, “Ratliff with his damned
smooth face and his damned shrewd bland innocent intelligent eyes, too damned innocent,
too damned intelligent,” and again later, “the brown smooth bland face and the eyes watching
me too damned shrewd, too damned intelligent,” and finally, “bland, smooth, courteous, a
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little too damned intelligent” (373, 382, 467). Stevens does not present these depictions as
derogatory, but rather as a perplexing conundrum between Ratliff’s outward appearance and
the inner workings of his mind. Stevens further identifies this duality between Ratliff’s
exterior physical image versus his covert mental faculties in a subsequent passage, “Between
the voice and the face there were always two Ratliffs: the second one offering you a fair and
open chance to divine what the first one really meant by what it was saying, provided you
were smart enough” (473).
On the whole, what the narrations of Chick Mallison and V. K. Ratliff collectively
accomplish are to portray the essence of Jefferson’s social middle class. It is through their
eyes that the audience best comes to understand and appreciate the other minor characters
like Vernon Tull, Odum Bookwright, Lon Quick, and all the other unsung personalities who
comprise the collective voice of Yoknapatawpha County. Mallison and Ratliff serve as the
spectacles through which the reader comes to comprehend the lifestyles and customs, the
mores and folkways of the “overalled men who after laying-by would squat or stand all day
against the front wall,” “lounging about the gallery,” chewing tobacco and sharpening their
pocketknives while swapping local rumors (Faulkner, Snopes 691, 248). Chick and V. K.
each provide pertinent perspectives into the practicalities of this rural society that Faulkner
has created. Both men are genially accepted by the middle-class because they are members
of it themselves. It is not their financial standing that grants them admission however, but
rather the cultural capital of former and the social capital of the latter. As such, both men are
aptly qualified, not only to represent, but also to interpret the interests and struggles of that
distinct division. Regardless of the notable difference in their ages, the characters of Chick
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Mallison and V. K. Ratliff most closely elucidate what Faulkner dubs as “fierce risibility”
(289).
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CHAPTER III
“DOOMED TO RESPECTABILITY”:
YOKNAPATAWPHA’S UPPER ECHELON
It should not be so difficult to distinguish between the terms Upper Class and Highclass. Upper Class is generally associated with opulence and the advantage that such a level
of affluence provides. High-class is more synonymous with attributes like civilized,
cultured, mannered, and tasteful. Upper Class has to do with what a person is worth. Highclass is more about how he or she was raised. This is the difference between highpocketed
and highbrowed. Likewise, there can be some confusion between the terms Status and
Respectability. While they both refer to an individual’s perceived social standing, status is
the positioning or rank of a person in relation to others and with regard to professional or
economic achievement, whereas respectability has more to do with someone’s reputation and
the esteem or admiration one is granted based on perceived personality traits such as dignity,
virtue, and honor. This final chapter will concentrate on the eminent level of
Yoknapatawpha County society. The goal is to examine the differences between those born
into the higher strata of southern aristocracy and those who have managed to elevate
themselves to a position of prominence through social climbing and upward mobility. This is
best accomplished by evaluating the characters of Gavin Stevens and Flem Snopes.
Gavin Stevens is a true gentleman. He is honest, intelligent, and well-mannered.
Gavin is also naïve in many ways, and he exhibits some rather quixotic tendencies on
occasion. Stevens is a moral idealist whose aim is always admirable, yet often his sense of
chivalry and fair play cause him to lose sight of what is practical in the real world. It is
Faulkner’s use of the multiple-narrator technique that allows the audience to view these
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various facets of his character from different angles. As Edmond Volpe suggests, “he is
obviously sensitive and perceptive, yet very often prejudiced and obtuse; he can be
interesting and entertaining, but he can be a bore” (320). Gavin Stevens is highly educated;
he holds both a degree from Harvard as well as a doctorate from a leading law university in
Germany. His interpersonal judgements requiring basic common sense are frequently
dubious, however, especially with regard to females. Gavin has a misguided propensity to
place women on a pedestal. He cannot refrain from defending their virtue, even when their
actions are less than virtuous, and it not his right to defend them in the first place. Also,
Stevens is particularly inept at deciphering the motives of Flem Snopes. V. K. Ratliff must
regularly offer his insight in order for Gavin to put the pieces together. In The Town, there
are two sections narrated by Ratliff which contain only two sentences each. Chapter Nine
reads, “Because he missed it. He missed it completely” (Faulkner, Snopes 474). Chapter
Eleven is only slightly longer, “And still he missed it, even set – sitting right there in his own
office and actively watching Flem rid Jefferson of Montgomery Ward. And still I couldn’t
tell him” (495).
The Stevens’ surname is greatly respected in and around Jefferson. Along with a
handful of other prominent families, they represent the last vestiges of social grace and moral
values associated with the old order of Southern aristocracy. Gavin is a third generation
attorney. In the first two novels, he is unmarried and lives in the large family home with his
father, Judge Lemuel Stevens II; along with his twin sister Margaret; her husband, Charles
Mallison Sr.; and their only son, Chick. Gavin himself is not exceedingly wealthy in these
volumes, but he is quite comfortable compared to most of the other residents in the area, due
to his income from both the family firm and his salary as city and county attorney. Stevens
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did, however, inherit a copious amount of cultural capital. The legacy of his lineage, coupled
with his personal reputation of civility and propriety, make Gavin among the most respected
individuals in Yoknapatawpha County. In the last book, when he is a middle-aged man,
Stevens marries Melisandre Backus, the widow of a bootlegging millionaire, and he becomes
substantially moneyed. By the end of the Snopes trilogy, Gavin’s social, cultural, and
economic capital have combined to place him at the pinnacle of class stratification on every
conceivable level.
Gavin Stevens is, at heart, a genuinely decent man. He has devoted his entire life to
defending the public. Gavin is one of “the literate and liberal innocents who believed that
decency and right and personal liberty would prevail simply because they were decent and
right” (Faulkner, Snopes 934). He views the encroachment of the Snopes clan in general, and
the malicious pseudo-fiduciary misdealing of Flem in specific, as a palpable threat to his
community and their traditional way of life. He tells his nephew Chick Mallison, “Just to
hate evil is not enough. You – somebody – has got to do something about it” (938).
Nevertheless, when it comes to combating Snopesism, Stevens remains nonplused. Cleanth
Brooks comments on Gavin’s naïveté concerning this subject: “Gavin Stevens, the
romanticist, the believer in the more tidy decencies of life…is to be shaken by the forces
which he always manages to underestimate or misunderstand” (Yoknapatawpha 220).
Fortunately however, Stevens finds unexpected collaborators in the personages of Flem and
Mink Snopes respectively. Flem is responsible for introducing his relatives into the area oneby-one, and when they have served their purpose or become a hindrance to his quest for
legitimacy, he systematically subtracts them from the equation. It is Mink who eliminates
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Flem at the climax of the ternary tale, and then he too vanishes, never to be seen in
Yoknapatawpha County again.
Gavin Stevens is a member of Jefferson’s gentry. Although he is highly respected,
and his cultural influence is far-reaching, Gavin’s social sphere is relatively modest. He is
personable but by no means gregarious; he has many acquaintances but few real friends.
Joseph Urgo calls Stevens “primarily a student of human complexity and complication”
(188), but because of his civic responsibilities and his capacity as a representative of the
courts, he does not have access to the same information concerning the mundane affairs of
average citizens as someone like V. K. Ratliff, whose “reputation and good name demanded
that he have an answer to everything” (Faulkner, Snopes 579). It would not be acceptable for
Stevens to lounge on the front gallery of Will Varner’s store and gossip with the common
folk, any more than it would be for Ratliff to receive an invitation to the annual high-society
dance. In this respect, they rely heavily upon one another for intelligence, and between them
successfully monitor the occurrences of all class levels in their hometown. This common
inclination for meddling is the cornerstone of their unconventional rapport. Joseph Urgo
describes the two men as “social gadabouts” and charges them both with having “a sincere, if
at times misguided, sense of the community’s welfare” (186). Their co-narrator, Charles
Mallison, says of them, “Ratliff…and Uncle Gavin were both interested in people – or so
Uncle Gavin said. Because what I always thought they were mainly interested in was
curiosity” (Faulkner, Snopes 348). Ratliff and Stevens are the most curious about Flem
Snopes, and it is their mutual distrust and loathing that forms the foundation of their
conspiracy against him. Gavin learns the majority of what he knows about Snopeslore from
Ratliff, and he soon becomes obsessed and preoccupied with talking about them incessantly.
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Chick Mallison says that Stevens would be in his office during the day or around the dinner
table in the evenings “just sitting there talking about Snopeses . . . like something wound up
that couldn’t even run down, let alone stop” (383-84). As one of the three main narrators,
Chick is the vehicle through which the reader is able to glean personal information about the
other two. Mallison continues, “Ratliff put it into his mind and he . . . got interested in it like
a game, a contest or even a battle, a war. . . .Uncle Gavin and Ratliff were doing it or trying
to because nobody else in Jefferson seemed to recognize the danger” (436). Chick realizes
that even though his Uncle may seem meddlesome at times, his suspicions are usually
warranted.
Flem Snopes is a sociopath. From the moment he is introduced, standing
suspiciously under a tree by the side of the road waiting to confront Jody Varner, the
audience can sense the detached disregard and potential inhumanity of his personality. Even
the name that Faulkner gives this character sounds vulgar and unctuous, like someone
spitting on the sidewalk. Flem latches onto the Varner family name immediately because it
is obvious that they own most of Frenchman’s Bend, and he makes it his goal to eventually
get the better of them. Flem was raised in squalor, and his sole focus becomes the
accumulation of wealth and the power he believes it will provide. As Gavin Stevens later
recounts, “he realized that he himself had nothing and would never have more than nothing
unless he wrested it himself from his environment” (Faulkner, Snopes 568). Flem does not
want to get rich so that he can buy nice things. He doesn’t even do it because he wants to be
respected, as he later claims. Flem’s mission in life, at least in the beginning, is to exact
revenge upon aristocratic society and deliver retribution to an economic system that he feels
has oppressed his family and people like them for generations. This is what is referred to as
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Snopesism. It is the same mentality that his father, Ab Snopes, displays when he sets fire to
the De Spain’s barn because of an oriental rug, or when his cousin, Mink Snopes, murders
Jack Houston over a cow. The difference being, that Flem understands the enemy is not just
any one individual, but rather the structure as a whole, and that in order to be victorious, he
must use the same ammunition as his adversary. With no formal education, and no social nor
cultural capital to leverage, Flem comprehends early on that “the only weapon he would ever
have to do it with would just be money” (568). So Flem begins to acquire financial capital –
“Amassing it by terrible and picayune nickel by nickel” through “simple ruthless antlike
industry,” and “he could never for one second relax his vigilance” (568-69).
It is a long arduous battle, and Flem, like any decent soldier of fortune, develops a
genuine admiration for his munitions. As V. K. Ratliff tells it, “he aint just got respect for
money; he’s got…active…reverence for it…the last thing he would ever do is to insult and
degrade money by mishandling it” (Faulkner, Snopes 466). Flem starts to stockpile every
penny he possibly can, and once he has accumulated enough surplus, he begins to advance
small personal loans at usurious rates of interest to those individuals even less fortunate than
himself. Flem has no scruples with regard to humans; his only loyalty is to the dollar. He is
highly antisocial, and he displays a blatant disregard for the material wellbeing of others.
Flem shows no qualms about his questionable methods either because he is convinced that
“he must outguess and outfigure and despoil” in order to achieve his ultimate objective (569).
Flem’s only concern is for legal tender. Gavin Stevens echoes Ratliff’s earlier sentiment
that, “he would never injure money . . . he had too much veneration for it” (580). Stevens
further extrapolates, “having had to scratch and scrabble and clutch and fight so soon and so
hard and so unflaggingly long to get the money which he had to have . . . he had no time to
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teach himself how to hold onto it, defend and keep it” (582). Once Flem has taught himself
everything he can about money, he decides to further his fiscal education by going straight to
the source. Over time, Flem begins secretly purchasing stock in the Satoris Bank in
Jefferson. Once his portfolio is sufficient, he forces the hands of the other stockholders and
is awarded the title of Vice President. Although he serves no actual function in the day-today activities of the bank, his title grants him the right to be present and observe. Flem audits
the transactions closely because he is convinced that “the normal condition of a bank was a
steady and decorous embezzlement,” and “the looting of them – was the reason for banks, the
only reason why anybody would go to the trouble and expense of organizing one and keeping
it running” (569, 570).
Some modicum of credit must be allowed for Flem’s sheer tenacity. One aspect that
may easily be discounted, due to the reader’s desire to despise him, is that Flem is genuinely
good at what he does. As Joseph Urgo points out, “Flem’s method of revenge on the
community is the most threatening because it is legal and is actually encouraged by the
American rags-to-riches mythology” (180). Urgo continues, “[He] is a repugnant success, a
man who represents capitalist, or individualist tendencies toward producing selfish
amorality” (197). Mauri Skinfill disagrees, but only marginally: “Flem's career doesn't
exemplify the accomplishment of an American rags-to-riches narrative: it represents a pure
will to economic power born of the death of democratic idealism. What Flem's career does
exemplify, however—the paradox of the underclass allying itself with the very economic
system that produces its class position” (167). Regardless of semantics, the primary reason
that Flem is able to maintain such an intense fixation, is that he has no other interests aside
from amassing his fortune. As his wife reveals to Gavin Stevens, Flem is sexually impotent,
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so he is not subject to the natural distractions of most other men. His principal priority is the
passionless pursuit of prosperity. Urgo confirms, “Flem is a good capitalist, disregarding
obligations that might impede his ascent” (178). Another reason that Flem becomes so
successful later in life is, that once he resigns from the power plant, he never actually works
again. Until he finally reaches the position of bank president by blackmailing Manfred De
Spain, his position at that institution is essentially honorary. Flem has an abundance of free
time in which to ruminate exclusively on his personal financial affairs. Elizabeth Kerr also
supports this notion: “The career of Flem is . . . characterized by sterile exploitation of the
land and of man . . . he neither tilled the land nor practiced a creative art or useful skill” (72).
Flem does not manufacture a product nor does he provide a tangible service. He is not a
proletariat nor a bourgeoisie. He derives his social power exclusively from compounding his
existing economic capital. Gavin Stevens reiterates, “the only tool he knew was money”
(Faulkner, Snopes 588).
Given the choice, most people would prefer to wear fashionable clothes, drive nice
automobiles, and live in fine houses because they are more luxurious. Flem also recognizes
the value of these types of status symbols, but not because he is self-indulgent. To Flem
these kinds of possessions are merely props. To say that Flem Snopes is frugal would be a
gross understatement, especially in the beginning when he is on his way up. Flem quits
chewing tobacco because gum is cheaper. Then he gives up chewing gum once he calculates
that he can save a couple of dollars per year by renouncing it as well. This is not to suggest
that Flem is afraid of spending money. However, he does so only when it will allow him to
evade a potential predicament or advance his plan of predominance. In The Hamlet, Flem
begins by attempting to emulate Jody Varner’s manner of dress. Flem’s white shirt and black
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bow tie are a deliberate intention to bolster his invented persona of respectability while
masking his true ignoble origins. He wears them all week long until they are completely
soiled before donning a fresh one of each. In The Town, once he has become an officer of
the bank, Flem trades his gray wool riding cap for a broad black felt hat with a brim. Rather
than keep the old one, or give it away, he instead sells it to a young Negro boy for a nickel.
When Flem feels it is finally time for him to buy a car, he does so not because he necessarily
wants or needs to, but because he is convinced that a bank executive should own one. He
selects a somber black sedan that he believes befits a businessman of his station. Flem
furnishes his first home straight from a display in the Town and Country catalog according to
what he hopes others will deem worthy of a bank vice president. He tells the store owner
upon choosing the prefabricated style that he wants the furniture to look “Not Expensive”
just “Successful” (Faulkner, Snopes 532-33). Flem even becomes a deacon in the local
Baptist church, to which he had no prior affiliation. He is mistakenly engrossed only with
the trappings of reputability. In The Mansion, when Flem becomes the president of the bank,
he moves to the largest manor in the whole county, occupying only one room of the vast and
otherwise vacant structure. It is not until the last chapters of the final book, just prior to
being shot by his cousin Mink, when Flem belatedly begins to comprehend that money may
provide you leverage and control, but it cannot buy you happiness or the respect of your
fellow man. Joseph Urgo supports this same position: “Flem symbolizes the emptiness that
individualist success amounts to, and the extreme danger one invites in saying no, or nope, to
the cosmos or to the community” (207).
There is considerable discussion about “respectability” throughout all three novels.
But that is mostly on the surface. Faulkner, as always, is writing at a much deeper level. The
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author is actually contrasting the appearance of respectability with the more earnest qualities
of integrity, ethics, and morality. What Flem confuses for respectability, Ratliff correctly
identifies as a false sense of “civic virtue” for the sake of personal gain (Faulkner, Snopes
494). Ratliff tells Chick Mallison that real respectability is “something that jest money
couldn’t buy . . . something that any child was born having for free. . . .When it’s jest money
and power a man wants, there is usually some place where he will stop…when it’s
respectability he finds out he wants and has got to have, there aint nothing he wont do to get
it and keep it” (564). Ratliff understands that it is a person’s personality, and not his
possessions, which bestow respectability. Joseph Urgo comments on this same dichotomy,
“Flem knows precisely what he wants in Jefferson, and he knows that Gavin possesses it . . . .
Whereas Gavin was born into it and has spent a lifetime defending ‘respectable’ behavior,
Flem has had to work his way up to a position where he, too has a right to exert the public
power implicit in that defense” (192). In his efforts to garner respectability through the
unbridled accumulation of wealth, Flem has instead built a reputation only for rapacious
manipulation and predatory avarice.
The Snopes trilogy ends on a rueful note. Faulkner never relies on forced
contrivances of poetic justice. Flem dies, and Mink survives. Flem faces his own death
without flinching, which would be remarkable, if not for the fact that he never demonstrates
emotion anyway. Flem knows that his cousin is coming for him, and he does nothing to
impede the inevitable. Not only does Mink live on, but he receives a lifetime annuity from
Flem’s daughter. The initial payment is hand-delivered by V. K. Ratliff and Gavin Stevens,
making both men unwitting and unwilling accomplices in Flem’s murder. It is deliberately
ironic that even though Ratliff and Stevens spent the bulk of the three books in an alliance to
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rid Jefferson of Snopesism, neither one of them would have ever condoned homicide as the
stratagem for their grand design. Conclusively, and even with the best of intentions, they
find themselves “doomed to respectability” (Faulkner, Snopes 718).
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CONCLUSION
CLOSING THOUGHTS ON ALTERNATIVE FORMS OF CAPITAL
The focus of this thesis has been on the assessment of societal ranking in Faulkner’s
Snopes trilogy with emphasis on Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of social and cultural capital, as
well as Max Weber’s views on power, status and prestige, and how they differ from Karl
Marx’s strictly economic class distinctions. In addition to these, there are still other criteria
used to calibrate an individual’s standing in society. Ordinarily, the conclusion would not be
the appropriate section to introduce new material, but it might prove beneficial to examine a
few of these remaining forms of capital, as they are closely related to, and further enhance
the discussion of, the major divisions of class stratification that have already been
familiarized in Faulkner’s fiction.
Symbolic capital is linked to the recognition or cachet that comes from perceived
valor concerning past or existing service, as with politics or military service. The De Spain,
Satoris, and Compson families are the best examples of symbolic capital in Faulkner’s novels
due to their participation in the Civil War and their contributions to the ante-bellum
plantation structure. In the latter years of the Confederate army, it was not uncommon for
titles of military rank to be essentially self-appointed. Major De Spain, Colonel Satoris, and
General Compson are appellations of this nature, and they were extended even after the
reconstruction period not only as a courtesy and a sign of respect by others, but such
accolades were also intentional encouraged by the bearers in order to capitalize on their
symbolic significance. These attributes were vicariously, although at times undeservedly,
transferred and projected onto the following generations, thus facilitating such transitions as
from the father Major De Spain, to the son Mayor Manfred De Spain, in the public eye.
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Ancillary indicators for assigning class affiliation include institutional capital and
intellectual capital. Institutional capital is recognized in accordance with some connection to
certain academic or business organizations. In most cases, this would be closely related to,
yet still slightly removed from, intellectual capital. A professor may possess intellectual
capital for having reached the apogee of his or her chosen discipline, but one does not need to
be a scholar in order to receive acknowledgement for having intellectual capital. V. K.
Ratliff never attended school at all, yet his reputation as an intelligent person always
precedes him. As one Jefferson resident comments, “I thought something was wrong all
day… [because] Ratliff wasn’t there to give nobody advice” (Faulkner, Snopes 281-82).
However, institutional capital, as with Gavin Steven’s upper level degrees, is directly
associated with the diplomas earned from those prestigious institutions. Although he did
have to obtain these credentials through his own efforts, it was the Stevens’ family finances,
or economic capital, that afforded Gavin the opportunity of a higher education in the first
place. Also, the fact that his father was already a highly-respected judge, namely his cultural
capital, certainly enhanced Gavin’s chances of succeeding him as both city and county
attorney. All of these categorizations of class become unavoidably entwined and
intermingled, making it difficult to separate them definitively. In most cases, at the core of it
all, money is still a contributing factor. The same is true with institutional systems like
banking. Flem derives his economic class status through his own personal finances, but this
alone is not enough to wield decisive power in all instances. This is evident in his failure to
exercise any control over the affairs of his nephew Wallstreet’s wholesale grocery enterprise.
It is Flem’s position as an officer of the Satoris bank, and the clout associated with that
establishment, which awards him the influence to make decisions affecting the lives of other
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people. It is also Manfred De Spain’s holdings in that same organization, passed down to
him from his father, which allow him to ascend to the pinnacle position within the institution.
This previously established status is even strong enough to pardon his personal shortcomings
and indiscretions. Manfred’s questionable business practices and suspected philandering are
not enough to tarnish his family’s good name and reputation as pillars of the community.
Most average citizens in Jefferson are inclined to believe that both Flem and Manfred
attained their lofty standings at the bank as a result of their own intellect, when in reality they
were acquired by simply obtaining a majority of stock options. Once again, even these
alternate forms of capital are inescapably tied to money in some respect.
Two final subsidiary standards often employed for the purpose of evaluating an
individual’s class stature are charismatic capital and sexual capital. A person’s social
acceptance is frequently based on charisma. Many characters in Faulkner’s fiction are
clearly charismatic. Whereas charm is certainly a valuable asset to possess in one’s personal
inventory, it is not entirely equivalent to credibility or trustworthiness. Lots of dull people
are still considered highly respectable. Likewise, many a magnetic personality have used
their dynamic dispositions to garner confidence for pernicious purposes. Therefore,
temperament alone is not always a sufficient measure of a personal probity. By the same
token, sexual capital is not always the best barometer for calculating someone’s societal
worth. However, the impression of beauty has always been a contributing component, at
least in the initial judgement of one’s social acceptance. Although men can certainly possess
sexual capital, this attribute is generally, albeit regrettably, utilized to measure a female’s
value, or rather desirability, within a given culture. This thesis has not made sufficient
mention of the roles played by women in Faulkner’s Snopes trilogy. The only reason for this

52
is because the subject matter did not precisely fit the intended format of this particular
argument. Certainly both feminism and sexism are indeed integral topics deserving of, and
receiving, considerable concentration by Faulkner in all three novels. Entire articles could,
and have been, devoted to the perplexing personality traits of Linda Snopes, as well as the
raw sexual magnetism of Eula Varner. Sadly, these themes must be reserved for a divergent
and future dissertation.
The essence of this discourse has been to distinguish between economic assets and
other equally commanding forms capital with regard to their impact on class division and the
perception of status within society. There are numerous trite clichés often used to express
this sentiment such as, “Money can’t buy class” or “Don’t judge a man by the size of his
wallet.” The attempt has been made to suggest that judgments about esteem, prestige,
reputation, and respectability are perhaps more appropriately based on qualities of virtue,
dignity, honor, and integrity than on strictly monetary concerns or financial
accomplishments. Edmond Volpe sums up the Snopes trilogy as “a progressive
demonstration of moral complexity . . . deliberately blurring the clear demarcation between
good and evil” (343). Money itself is not the root of all evil. Evil springs from the desire to
accumulate wealth at the expense of all else. The scales of class are better tipped in favor of
magnanimous humanitarianism over narcissistic acquisitiveness.
Faulkner is generally thought of as a Southern writer. This is mainly due to
references concerning the history of the South, the natural speech patterns and accents of its
inhabitants, and established customs inherent to a rural postbellum culture located below the
Mason-Dixon Line. Yet Yoknapatawpha County is a region of his own invention, and he
uses it to confront broad universal issues and demonstrate ubiquitous human conditions. His
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stories are a combination of both comedy and tragedy. Cleanth Brooks expresses, “Faulkner
writes . . . often very sympathetically of an older order . . . a society that valued honor . . .
and believed in courtesy and good manners” (William 4). This disposition is not limited to
just the upper-class, however. Brooks adds that the common people are also “as jealous of
their honor as any of Faulkner’s aristocrats” (4). He is also a master at accurately striking
the right balance. Faulkner is equally proficient at producing characters that are considerably
less than reputable as well, and he skillfully juxtaposes the two types to successfully convey
the diversity of the human condition. Brooks says of the Snopes trilogy’s main character,
“Flem Snopes is not merely a comic sketch . . . he is a sinister deformation of the universal
human nature and a terrifying version of appetitive man” (Toward xii). In personal
interviews with the author, Faulkner is usually modest about social commentary. He claims
that although a writer’s work could have sociological implications, most of the good ones are
“just writing about people in the terms that [he] is most familiar with” (Brooks, William 2).
Concerning his own craft and personal talent as a novelist, however, Faulkner was not always
so humble. In April of 1939, Faulkner sent a sizeable portion of his manuscript for The
Hamlet to his publisher, Robert K. Hass. At the bottom of the last page, he penned in ink
with his own hand, “I am the best in America, by God” (Faulkner, “Letters” 113). Although
ostensibly arrogant, it is nevertheless an opinion that is shared by numerous literary scholars.
Faulkner’s claim also lends further support to one of the major themes in the Snopes trilogy –
namely that, money should never be the sole measure of a person’s true worth.
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